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ABSTRACT
Do Criminal and Successful (Non-institutionalized) Psychopaths Differ on Internal,
Environmental, and Contextual Characteristics?
by
Ahmed E. Enaitalla

Advisor: Cathy Spatz Widom, Ph.D.
Psychopathy is a personality disorder characterized by shallow emotions, particularly
social emotions such as guilt, remorse, and empathy, as well as an arrogant and impulsive
interpersonal style that involves the manipulation and domination of others. Despite the long
history of theory and research on psychopathy, there continues to be a disagreement as to
whether antisocial tendencies and criminal behaviors are an inherent part of the construct or are
one possible byproduct of the aforementioned traits. In an attempt to resolve this disagreement,
some researchers have shifted their efforts towards the study of psychopaths who reside beyond
the walls of prisons and institutions – these psychopaths have come to be known as “successful”
psychopaths. The extant literature not only suggests that successful psychopaths exist, but that
they possess fundamental differences, as well as similarities, relative to criminal psychopaths.
Comparisons between these two groups, however, have been limited to the domain of
neurological functioning. In addition, while several theories have emerged to explain the
differences between groups, the explanatory powers of these theories have not yet been
empirically assessed. To address these shortcomings, this study involves secondary analysis of
data previously collected as part of a larger prospective study of the consequences of child abuse
and neglect. Consistent with the moderated expression model of successful psychopathy,
comparisons between criminal and successful (noninstitutionalized) psychopaths revealed that
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the two groups are more similar than expected, as both exhibited a similar severity and
configuration of psychopathic traits. Perhaps one of the most intriguing similarities was the level
of antisocial tendencies exhibited by both groups - surprisingly, noninstitutionalized psychopaths
were found to have engaged in a similar number of antisocial acts over the courses of their
lifetime as that of criminal psychopaths, all while managing to avoid being convicted for these
offenses. Although the two groups shared more similarities than differences on various internal,
environmental, and contextual characteristics, two differences emerged between the groups that
could aid in understanding how successful psychopaths manage to avoid being detected or
convicted for their behavior relative to criminal psychopaths. More specifically,
noninstitutionalized psychopaths were found to exhibit higher levels of intelligence and a greater
proportion of them were steadily employed compared to criminal psychopaths. While more
research is necessary to establish a causal relationship between these characteristics and the
different manifestations of psychopathy, various potential mechanisms by which intelligence and
steady employment work to give rise to different psychopathic manifestations, are proposed. For
example, a greater degree of intelligence may allow noninstitutionalized psychopaths to develop
enhanced strategies for engaging in antisocial behaviors while reducing the likelihood of being
detected. Meanwhile, steady employment may provide noninstitutionalized psychopaths with
increased funds that reduce their incentive to engage in certain high-risk antisocial behaviors that
are financially motivated, such as robberies or burglaries, and in turn, reduces the chance that
they will be detected by law enforcement officials. Finally, the popular misconception that
treatment makes psychopaths worse is discussed, and the potential value of utilizing the
aforementioned characteristics that are unique to non-institutionalized psychopaths to inform
treatment and rehabilitation programs for psychopathy is explored.
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1

Successful Psychopathy
Psychopathy is a personality disorder characterized by shallow emotions, particularly
social emotions such as guilt, remorse, and empathy, and an arrogant and impulsive interpersonal
style that involves the manipulation and domination of others (Hare, 2003). Despite the long
history of theory and research on psychopathy, there continues to be disagreement as to whether
antisocial tendencies and criminal behaviors are an inherent part of the construct or are one
possible byproduct of the aforementioned traits. Proponents of the former view will often cite the
vast amount of empirical literature demonstrating a robust relationship between psychopathy and
criminality as evidence. However, an understanding of the history of theories and research about
psychopathy over the past century helps one recognize that much of this more recent literature
suffers from methodological bias. One likely reason that the study of psychopathy has been
disproportionately focused on antisocial and criminal manifestations of the disorder is the
development and widespread adoption of the Psychopathy Check-List Revised (PCL-R; Hare
1991), making research on psychopathy more accessible. However, because the PCL-R was
developed for use with prisoners, and because it was the only tool available for the assessment of
psychopathy for some time, those interested in conducting psychopathy research needed to use
criminal participants for their research.
Other researchers believed that the key to understanding psychopathy was to begin
searching for psychopaths beyond the walls of prisons and institutions. With Widom (1977)
leading the way, psychopaths residing within community settings were identified, empirically,
for the first time in modern history. Soon, such individuals came to be known as successful
psychopaths, and became the focus of interest by researchers who also believed that
understanding these individuals would be key to understanding the development of criminal
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psychopathy. However, a review of the research in this area reveals that this work is still in its
infancy, and that several factors may be hampering its progress. One major factor is that many
researchers operationalize successful psychopathy in different ways, with some believing that
success refers to the use of psychopathic traits for superior functioning (Falkenbach, Balash,
Tsoukalas, Stern, & Lilienfeld, 2017), while other researchers view success as the evasion of
apprehension for antisocial and criminal behaviors (Ishikawa, Raine, Lencz, Bihrle, & Lacasse,
2001), and some as the complete lack of criminality (Iria, Barbosa, & Paixao, 2012).
Nonetheless, review of the research using these different conceptualizations reveals that while
successful psychopaths are similar to criminal psychopaths in some domains, there are some
fundamental differences, particularly with regard to physiological and neurological functioning.
For example, a study by Ishikawa et al. (2001) found that relative to criminal psychopaths, noninstitutionalized psychopaths exhibited higher cardiovascular stress reactivity and enhanced
executive functioning. Ishikawa et al. (2001) concluded that it was likely that this greater
reactivity to stress and the enhanced ability to plan and modulate their behaviors had allowed
successful psychopaths to go undetected for their criminal and antisocial behavior. Using the
same sample and design, Raine et al. (2004) found that criminal psychopaths exhibited an
exaggerated structural hippocampal asymmetry, while non-institutionalized psychopaths did not.
They concluded that the development of unsuccessful psychopathy may have a
neurodevelopmental basis (Raine et al., 2004). In subsequent papers, this research team reported
another set of differences between the brains of successful and unsuccessful psychopaths.
Specifically, they found that compared to successful psychopaths, the unsuccessful psychopaths
demonstrated a significant gray matter volume reduction in the prefrontal cortex as well as in the
amygdala, suggesting that these structural deficits may explain the unsuccessful psychopath’s
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poor behavioral control and impaired decision making which, in turn, may increase their
likelihood of being detected and convicted for their crimes (Yang et al. 2005; Yang Raine,
Colleti, Toga, & Narr, 2010). Finally, for the fifth paper in the series, Gao, Raine, and Schug
(2011) explored whether or not P3 event-related abnormalities typically found in unsuccessful
psychopaths would be found in successful ones as well. Gao et al. (2011) found that successful
psychopaths did not exhibit the same event-related potential abnormalities as the unsuccessful
psychopaths, suggesting intact and proficient information processing abilities. These authors
concluded that successful and unsuccessful psychopaths could be differentiated via
electrophysiological processing differences in addition to neurophysiological differences.
With the mounting evidence that psychopaths exist beyond the walls of prisons and
hospitals and that psychopathic traits occur on a spectrum and can be found in a variety of
populations, e.g., college students, corporate employees, and police officers, there is increasing
recognition of the need to identify the etiology of successful and unsuccessful psychopaths. As a
result, three theories of successful psychopathy have emerged: 1) the differential severity model;
2) the differential configuration model; and 3) the moderated expression model. A brief
description of each theory is provided below. It is important to note that the following review
relies heavily on information obtained from the writings of Hall and Benning (2006) and
Lilienfeld, Watts, and Smith (2015), as these two sources of information not only constitute
some of the earliest theoretical works on successful psychopathy, but they continue to the serve
as the most referenced works due to their thoroughness. In addition, the article by Steinert,
Lishner, Vitacco, and Hong (2017) is also heavily referenced in the following review, as it
currently constitutes the only theoretical article that elaborates on the theories of successful
psychopathy and their shortcomings.
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Theories of Successful Psychopathy
Differential Severity Model
According to Hall and Benning (2006), the differential-severity model largely grew out
of the original work of Cleckley (1976), who believed that his noncriminal subjects were
“incomplete manifestations” of the psychopathic disorder. This model essentially operates on the
assumption that psychopathy is a unitary construct and that different manifestations of
psychopathic traits are due to differing levels of severity and intensity, as opposed to differences
in etiology or in configuration of traits. This model views successful psychopathy as essentially a
milder expression of psychopathic traits, while unsuccessful psychopaths manifest these traits at
clinically significant levels (Hall & Benning, 2006; Lilienfeld, Watts, & Smith, 2015).
Therefore, successful psychopaths should exhibit similar impairments and engage in similar
behaviors, albeit at a milder level, as those with more severe levels of psychopathic traits. With
this model, successful psychopaths also engage in social transgressions. Hence, this model best
fits with the conceptualization of successful psychopaths as non-institutionalized psychopaths
who may engage in criminal acts but who are able to avoid detection for a variety of reasons,
including the lesser severity of their offenses.
The differential-severity model has not been without its criticism. For Steinert, Lishner,
Vitacco, and Hong (2017), one major limitation of the differential-severity model is its
assumption that psychopathy is a unitary construct. As Steinert et al. (2017) noted, this
assumption relies heavily on agreement about the traits central to the construct of psychopathy
and they argue that such an agreement has not yet been achieved. Another limitation of this
model is that it limits the conceptualization of “success” as simply the avoidance of negative or
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undesirable outcomes, thus, excluding a large portion of studies that operationalize successful
psychopathy as being associated with superior functioning (Steinert et al. 2017).
Differential Configuration Model
In contrast to the differential-severity model, the differential-configuration model posits
that psychopathy is not a unitary construct, rather it is a heterogeneous construct that is
comprised of two or more domains of traits that can blend together in different ways to give rise
to different manifestations of psychopathy. This model largely grew out of the work on the factor
structure of the PCL-R, as well as the contributions of Patrick et al., (2009) and Lynam and
Widiger (2007) who, respectively, developed the Triarchic and Five Factor models of
psychopathy. Research on the PCL-R’s factor structure consistently yields two correlated, but
distinct higher order factors, with one factor being primarily comprised of the interpersonal and
affective features of the disorder, and the other representing the antisocial and deviant lifestyle
and behavioral features of psychopathy (Hall & Benning, 2006). Because the factors are only
moderately correlated with each other, it is possible for an individual to score differently on each
factor and still be categorized as a psychopath based on the PCL-R (Hare, 2003). Some
researchers have utilized this point to explain the coexistence of successful and unsuccessful
manifestations of psychopathy. For example, Hall and Benning (2006) and Lilienfeld et al.
(2015) have hypothesized that successful psychopathy may be characterized by elevated levels of
the interpersonal and affective features of psychopathy, but moderate to low levels of the
impulsive and antisocial traits, while criminal psychopaths possess these latter traits in greater
amounts. The Triarchic model of psychopathy, which posits that psychopathy is comprised of
traits from three separate domains (Boldness, Meanness, and Disinhibition), hypothesizes that
successful psychopaths can be characterized by high levels of traits from the Boldness and
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Meanness domains, while criminal psychopaths may exhibit more traits from the Meanness and
Disinhibition domains (Lilienfeld et al. 2015; Reiter, Balash, & Falkenbach, 2015). Finally,
based on the Five Factor model originally developed by Lynam and Widiger (2007), successful
psychopaths may be differentiated from criminal ones by higher levels of conscientiousness
(Mullins-Sweatt, Glover, Derefinko, Miller, & Widiger, 2010).
While the differential-configuration model goes beyond the differential-severity model in
that it acknowledges that psychopathy may be a heterogeneous construct, it still suffers from
conceptual limitations. One serious limitation of the differential-configuration model is that it
abandons the notion that different psychopathic manifestations all share common traits, and thus,
it essentially alters the meaning of the psychopathy construct (Steinert et al. 2017). For example,
could an individual who harbors high levels of the impulsive and antisocial traits of psychopathy,
but low levels of the interpersonal and affective traits still be considered a psychopath? Under
the differential-configuration model, such an individual would theoretically be considered a
psychopath because they harbor a certain configuration of psychopathic traits, despite the lack of
the hallmark traits of the disorder. While limiting the differences to only certain traits and not
others could address such an issue, it would introduce the same problem that plagues the
differential-severity model, i.e., which traits are the ones central to the construct of psychopathy?
Moderated Expression Model
The third model of successful psychopathy, the moderated expression model, is based on
the assumption that not only do successful and criminal psychopaths share the same etiology, but
that both possess a similar level of severity of the disorder. The assumption is that both groups
share the same genotype, but represent different phenotypes (Hall & Benning, 2006; Lilienfeld et
al. 2015). The difference between the successful and criminal psychopaths is thought to be the
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result of intervening variables that serve as protective factors among those who are successful
against the expression of the antisocial tendencies commonly associated with psychopathic traits
(Hall & Benning, 2006). The moderated expression model stems from Lykken’s (1957, 1995)
fearlessness hypothesis in which he posits that all primary psychopaths are born with an innate
fearlessness, and that without proper socialization, they go on to become antisocial psychopaths.
On the other hand, those who are socialized properly may be able to avoid the antisocial route
and may go on to become great heroes and leaders due to their fearless dispositions (Lykken,
1957, 1995). Other characteristics, beyond socialization, such as higher levels of intelligence and
socioeconomic status, have also been posited to be potentially protective against the
development of the antisocial tendencies associated with psychopathic traits (Hall & Benning,
2006; Lykken, 1995).
According to Steinert et al. (2017), the moderated expression model suffers from several
limitations. Similar to the differential-severity model, the moderated expression model constrains
the definition of success to the avoidance of negative outcomes or consequences. Another
limitation is that this model overemphasizes dispositional and environmental factors as
moderators of psychopathic traits, and largely ignores the moderating effects of situational and
contextual factors. Unlike the other two models, however, the shortcomings of the moderated
expression model are easily addressed. To address the narrow conceptualization of success,
Steinert et al. (2017) proposed that the model be re-worked to consider variables that moderate
the expression of psychopathic traits more broadly, as opposed to simply focusing on those that
prevent the expression of psychopathic traits in an antisocial or criminal manner. Similarly, to
address the neglect of situational and contextual moderators, Steinert et al. (2017) proposed a
categorization scheme to guide the search for moderators. They suggest that moderator variables
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fall into three categories: 1) structural -- factors that include internal and enduring characteristics;
2) environmental -- factors that arise from developmental experiences; and 3) contextual -factors that may arise from certain situations or contexts. Using Steinert et al.’s (2017) proposed
categories, potential moderator variables are discussed below.
Internal (Structural) Characteristics. Steinert et al. (2017) defined structural
characteristics as internal and enduring characteristics, including temperament, personality
dispositions, or schemas that are distinct from core psychopathic traits but that could possibly
modify the behavioral activity generated by these core psychopathic traits. A few examples of
these structural characteristics proposed by Steinert et al. (2017) include intelligence,
attractiveness, interpersonal acumen, or addictive tendencies. In addition, among the
characteristics that Steinert et al. (2017) speculated could potentially explain the differences
between criminal and successful psychopaths are traits that are commonly associated with
psychopathy, but that have not been agreed upon as being central to the construct of
psychopathy, i.e., traits such as antisocial tendencies, fearlessness, and impulsivity. However,
while many of the structural characteristics proposed by Steinert et al. (2017) are internal in
nature, few, if any, can be considered truly enduring – particularly when these traits are
considered over an individual’s entire lifespan. For example, an individual’s attractiveness
typically declines with age (Henss, 1991; Korthase & Trenholme, 1982) and levels of
impulsivity also tend to drop off as individuals become older (Steinberg et al., 2008). Moreover,
even if the level of these traits does not decline overtime, the manifestations of these traits can
vary over the course of one’s lifespan. For example, among individuals with antisocial
personality disorder, there is evidence that the behavioral manifestations of their antisocial
tendencies vary over the different developmental periods of their lives. More specifically,
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younger adults with ASPD tend to engage in more overt physically aggressive behaviors that
violate the rights of others, while older adults (age 65+) increasingly engage in other, nonphysical types of antisocial behaviors such as deception, manipulation, and verbal threatening
(Balsis, Gealson, Woods, & Oltmanns, 2007; Holzer & Vaughn, 2017). Therefore, in order to
preserve the essence of the classification scheme of moderating characteristics proposed by
Steinert et al. (2017), while reflecting the reality that many of the “structural” characteristics
noted by Steinert et al. (2017) are actually internal and not necessarily enduring, the label
“internal” is used in place of “structural” to refer to these characteristics throughout the
remainder of this paper.
As mentioned previously, one of the internal traits suggested by Steinert et al. (2017) as
being potentially useful in explaining the differences between various psychopathy groups is
intelligence. Although no studies have directly examined whether intelligence distinguishes
between successful and criminal psychopaths, several studies have examined whether
intelligence has a moderating effect on the relationship between psychopathy and antisocial
behaviors. For example, a study by Heilbrun and Heilbrun (1985) found that among incarcerated
psychopaths, psychopaths who had low IQs had committed more violent crimes than
psychopaths with higher IQs. Wall, Sellbom, and Goodwin (2013) found that among
undergraduate students with relatively high levels of psychopathic traits, those who had higher
levels of intelligence engaged in less antisocial behaviors than those with lower levels of
intelligence. On the other hand, Walsh, Swogger, and Kosson (2004) did not find a moderating
effect of intelligence on the relationship between psychopathy and violence among a sample of
offenders.
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Studies that have examined intelligence as a moderating factor on the relationship
between psychopathy and juvenile offending have not found a protective effect of intelligence
(Salekin, Lee, Dillard, & Kubak, 2010). In fact, Hampton, Drabic, and Steinberg (2014) found
that among adolescents with psychopathic traits, intelligence served as a risk factor for juvenile
offending, that is, adolescents with psychopathic traits who had higher levels of intelligence were
at a higher risk for juvenile offending than their lower intelligence peers. A more recent study by
Watts et al. (2016) found some support for intelligence serving as a protective factor against
antisocial behaviors among undergraduates with psychopathic traits, but noted that although their
findings were statistically significant, they were of little practical value as the magnitude of the
differences in intelligence between groups was very small and unlikely to confer an adequate
level of protection against the development of antisocial behaviors.
Thus, the findings on whether intelligence moderates the relationship between
psychopathy and antisocial behaviors are mixed. This may be due to the fact that many of these
studies varied in the types of samples used, their operationalizations of psychopathy and
intelligence, and the level of psychopathy present in their samples. Nonetheless, there is some
suggestive evidence that intelligence could potentially explain the differences between successful
and criminal psychopaths.
Environmental Characteristics. Steinert et al. (2017) also proposed that environmental
characteristics, such as level of education and socioeconomic status, could potentially serve as
moderators of psychopathic traits. A longitudinal study by Dworkin and Widom (1977) found
few differences between a group of undergraduates with subclinical psychopathic traits and their
non-psychopathic peers on a variety of outcomes 10 years later, including on levels of
educational and occupational attainment. Dworkin and Widom (1977) concluded that their
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sample’s intelligence and high social class likely served as moderating factors - preventing social
disability among their psychopathic group. As for the moderating effect of social class, Masui
and Ura (2016) found that children’s reported socioeconomic status (SES) moderated the
relationship between psychopathic traits and the use of an aggressive humor style. More
specifically, these authors found that children with higher levels of psychopathic traits, who also
reported lower levels of SES, had higher levels of an aggressive humor style compared to those
with high psychopathic traits and high SES. The findings of these two studies suggest some
support for Steinhert et al.’s (2017) proposal that educational level and SES could serve as
moderators of psychopathic traits.
Aside from the environmental characteristics mentioned by Steinhert et al. (2017),
Lykken (1957, 1996) proposed that socialization, particularly parenting, could potentially
moderate the manifestation of psychopathic traits. Surprisingly, such an assertion has received
little empirical attention. However, a study by Silva and Stattin (2016) found that among a group
of adolescents, all who had high levels of psychopathic traits, adolescents who had a less
conflictual, more involved relationship with their parents, demonstrated lower levels of
delinquency than those with uninvolved parents – suggesting that the presence of psychopathic
traits alone does not determine the extent of delinquency an individual engages in. Aside from
attachment to parents, attachment to others, particularly through mentalization (e.g. the ability to
perceive and understand the mental states of oneself and those of others), also appears to
moderate the relationship between negative outcomes typically associated with psychopathy.
Taubner, White, Zimmermann, Fonagy, and Nolte (2013) found that among adolescents,
individuals who possessed both high levels of psychopathic traits and a higher capacity for
mentalization engaged in less aggressive behaviors than those with high levels of psychopathic
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traits and lower capacities for mentalization. Thus, attachment relationships, including those to
one’s parents, appear to be promising moderators of psychopathic traits and could potentially be
utilized to explain differences between successful psychopaths and criminal psychopaths.
An exploratory, cross-sectional study by DeMatteo, Heilbrun, and Marczyk (2005)
compared the presence of various protective factors among criminal and non-institutionalized
psychopaths in order to assess whether these protective factors were related to lower levels of
violent behaviors. In their design, they defined non-institutionalized psychopaths as individuals
with high levels of psychopathic traits who reported no histories of arrests. Although their study
did not yield any statistically significant findings, DeMatteo et al. (2005) noted that the
relationship between the number of protective factors endorsed was negatively related to
engagement in self-reported violent behaviors. In addition, they found a difference between
criminal and non-institutionalized psychopaths on the number of protective factors endorsed,
with non-institutionalized psychopaths possessing more protective factors, though this difference
was not statistically significant. DeMatteo et al.’s (2005) lack of statistically significant findings
was likely due to their low sample size. Regardless, some of the protective factors most
frequently endorsed by DeMatteo et al.’s (2005) non-institutionalized psychopaths included
steady employment, involvement in organized religion, and strong family relations. Therefore,
these factors may be worthwhile to explore as potential moderators of psychopathic traits.
Contextual Characteristics. Compared to internal and environmental moderators,
contextual moderators of psychopathic traits have received little empirical attention. Although no
studies examining contextual moderators were found, Steinert et al. (2017) provided several
contextual characteristics that they speculate may moderate psychopathic traits, including the
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presence of authority, the dangerousness of the setting, conditions of anonymity, and the
presence of rigid behavioral norms.
Although the moderated expression model appears to be the most promising theoretical
framework as it maintains the theoretical integrity of the psychopathy construct and allows for
several definitions of success, it has not yet been directly tested with regard to explaining the
differences between successful psychopaths and criminal ones. Ultimately, future research in the
area of successful psychopathy needs to: 1) utilize a clear, and broad operationalization of
successful psychopathy in order to be as inclusive of the various notions of success as possible;
2) conduct direct comparisons between successful and criminal psychopaths on a variety of
theoretically relevant variables in order to identify differences; 3) attempt to explain any
differences that arise using the extant theories of successful psychopathy in order to identify the
best possible framework for conceptualizing successful psychopathy; and 4) directly examine
differences between criminal psychopaths and successful psychopaths on a variety of internal,
environmental, and contextual characteristics in order to identify characteristics that could
potentially moderate the expression of psychopathic traits.

Current Study
Purpose
The current study aimed to accomplish three goals: 1) utilize a broad definition of successful
psychopathy (successful psychopaths as non-institutionalized psychopaths) to permit comparison
to the findings of previous studies; 2) compare the level and configuration of psychopathic traits
among criminal psychopaths and non-institutionalized psychopaths in order to identify which
theory serves as the best framework for understanding the development of successful

14

psychopathy; 3) compare the psychopath groups on a variety of internal, environmental, and
contextual characteristics in order to identify variables that may influence the expression of
psychopathic traits.
Research Design
To accomplish these goals, the current study employed a non-experimental, 2x2 betweengroups design. The independent variables in this study were psychopathy and criminality. In the
current study, non-institutionalized psychopaths were operationalized as individuals who
exhibited a number of psychopathic traits , as defined by a PCL-R score of 20 or higher, and who
did not have any history of being convicted of a crime. The dependent variables in the study
included intelligence, impulsivity, sensation seeking, antisocial tendencies, level of education,
steady employment, involvement in organized religion, childhood abuse and neglect, and having
worked or lived in a context characterized by the presence of rigid behavioral norms and
authority.
Hypotheses
H1: Non-institutionalized psychopaths will exhibit similar levels of the interpersonal and
affective features of psychopathy, as assessed by Factor 1 of the PCL-R, but lower levels of the
impulsive and antisocial features of psychopathy, as assessed by Factor 2 of the PCL-R,
compared to the criminal psychopath group. It is expected that this difference will be due to
discrepancies between the groups’ scores on the items of the PCL-R that assess delinquency and
criminality (items 18 and 20; juvenile delinquency, and criminal versatility, respectively).
H2: Non-institutionalized psychopaths will exhibit higher levels of intelligence,
education, steady employment, involvement in organized religion, and military service, and
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lower levels of impulsivity, sensation seeking, and childhood abuse and neglect, compared to
criminal psychopaths. However, these two groups are not expected to differ in terms of the level
of antisocial tendencies.
H3: With the exception of antisocial tendencies, non-institutionalized psychopaths will
be more similar in terms of internal, environmental, and contextual characteristics to noninstitutionalized non-psychopaths than criminal non-psychopaths. In the case of antisocial
tendencies, defined in the current study as an individual’s propensity to engage in antisocial or
criminal behaviors that violate the rights of others, non-institutionalized psychopaths are
expected to be more similar to criminal non-psychopaths.
Methods
Participants
The following description of the current study’s participants was originally written by
Dr. Cathy Spatz Widom as part of her documentation process of the original study’s purpose and
methodology. It is replicated here with permission from Dr. Widom (see Widom (1989) for
details of the design and subject selection).1
The participants in this study were part of a larger prospective study that began in 1986
and was aimed at comparing individuals who had been abused and/or neglected as children to a
matched control group. Abused and/or neglected children (aged 0-11) from a Midwestern
metropolitan area were matched with non-victimized children of the same age from the same
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schools and hospitals of birth and followed prospectively into young adulthood. In the first
phase of this research, abused and neglected children (n=908) were matched with a control group
of children (n=667) and both groups were followed up through an examination of official
criminal records. The second phase of the research involved tracing, locating and interviewing
the abused and/or neglected individuals (approximately 20 years after their childhood
victimization) and controls. The follow-up was designed to document long-term consequences of
childhood victimization across a number of outcomes (cognitive and intellectual, emotional,
psychiatric, social and interpersonal, occupational and general health). Two-hour follow-up
interviews, conducted between 1989 and 1995, consisted of a series of structured and
semi-structured questionnaires and rating scales covering a broad range of domains of
functioning, as well as a psychiatric assessment. Interviewers were not told the purpose of the
study, nor were they informed of the inclusion of an abused and/or neglected group, or
participants' group membership. Similarly, the subjects were not informed about the specific
purpose of the study. Subjects were told that they had been selected to participate as part of a
large group of individuals who grew up in the late 1960s and early 1970s. Institutional Review
Board approval was obtained for the procedures involved in this study, and subjects who
participated signed a consent form acknowledging that they were participating voluntarily.
Of the original sample of 1575, 1307 (83%) have been located and 1,196 were
interviewed (76%) – the current study is based on information from the interviews of these 1,196
individuals. Of the people not interviewed, 43 were deceased, 8 were incapable of being
interviewed, 268 were not found, and 60 refused to participate (a refusal rate of 3.8%).
Comparison of the current follow-up sample with the original sample indicates no significant
differences in terms of percent male, white, abused and/or neglected, poverty in childhood
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census tract, or mean current age. The interviewed group (follow-up sample) was significantly
more likely to have an official criminal arrest record than the original sample of 1,575 (50% in
the current sample versus 45% in the original sample). However, this is not surprising since
people with a criminal history are generally easier to find, in part because they have more
"institutional footprints" to assist in locating them.
Over half the interviewed sample is male (51.3%) and about two-thirds are White, nonHispanic (62.9%). At the time of the follow-up interview, the participants ranged in age from 18
to 41 years, with an average age of 28.7 (SD = 3.84). The average highest grade of school
completed for the sample was 11.47 (SD = 2.19). Occupational status of the sample was coded
according to the Hollingshead Occupational Coding Index (Hollingshead, 1975). Occupational
levels of the subjects ranged from 1 (laborer) to 9 (professional). Median occupational level of
the sample was semi-skilled workers, and less than 7% of the overall sample was in levels 7-9
(managers through professionals), indicating that the sample is predominantly lower socioeconomic status.
In the current study, 58 participants out of the original 1,196 were excluded due to
missing psychopathy (PCL-R) scores. With regard to the demographic characteristics of the
sample after the exclusion of the 58 participants, 51.2% are male, 61.2% are White, nonHispanic, and the average age is 30.05 (SD = 3.51). The remaining 1,138 participants were
divided into four groups: criminal psychopaths; non-institutionalized psychopaths; criminal nonpsychopaths; and non-institutionalized non-psychopaths. The latter two groups were included to
serve as comparison groups. The criteria utilized to determine how participants were placed into
each group are described in detail below.
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Measures
Psychopathy. Psychopathy scores were calculated based on the same methodology
employed by Weiler and Widom (1996). A description of this methodology for defining
psychopathy with this sample appeared in that paper and is used here. Psychopathy Checklist
Revised (PCL-R) scores were determined using the criteria of the revised, 20-item version (Hare,
1991) based on information from in-person interviews and case files. The interview covered a
broad range of self-reported behaviors, attitudes, feelings, and beliefs. Topics included questions
about violence, criminality, delinquency, drug and alcohol use, school, and early childhood
behavioral problems, employment history and attitudes, education, family interaction and
relationships, stressful life events and related feelings, sensation-seeking, lying, planning and
goals, empathy, impulsivity, promiscuity, responsibility, and parenting. The National Institute of
Mental Health’s Diagnostic Schedule Interview, Version III, Revised (NIMH’s DIS-III-R;
Robins, Helzer, Croughan, & Ratcliff, 1981), particularly the antisocial personality disorder
component, was also used. In conjunction with information from criminal histories and from
case files, criteria for the PCL-R were coded. Following Hare (1991), items were scored as
follows: 0 = the person does not meet the criteria for the item; 1 = the person meets the criteria to
a certain extent; and 2 = the person clearly meets the criteria for the item. Because of the large
number of subjects and the massive amount of information, computer-generated PCL-R scores
were calculated for each subject using SPSSX. A computerized scoring algorithm was developed
with the aid of a doctoral student after careful review and study of the criteria described in the
PCL-R manual, discussion of the criteria and information available from the interview and files
with PCL-R trainers (Personal communication, Stephen Hart, Vancouver, British Columbia), and
numerous discussions with members of the research group.

19

In the current study, a PCL-R score of 20 was used to determine whether individuals
were classified as psychopaths; individuals with scores of 20 or higher were classified as
psychopaths, while those with scores of 19 or less were classified as non-psychopaths. Although
the recommended PCL-R cut-off score, as per the measure’s manual, for the classification of
individuals as psychopaths is 30, a lower cut off score was utilized in this study given that the
recommended score was developed with institutionalized (incarcerated) samples and was likely
to be too extreme for use with a community sample such as the one employed by the current
study. There is also precedent for using lower PCL-R cut off scores when the measure is used
among community samples (DeMatteo, Heilbrun, & Marczyk, 2006; Gao, Raine, & Schug,
2011; Ishikawa et al., 2001; Raine et al., 2004; Yang et al., 2005; & Yang, Raine, Colleti, Toga,
& Narr, 2010). It is important to note that though the label “psychopath” is used to describe some
of the participants in this study, it is acknowledged that psychopathy occurs on a spectrum and
that the participants in this study may not necessarily fit the traditional definition of psychopathy,
which is typically reserved for individuals who exhibit clinical levels of the disorder.
Criminality. In the current study, criminality was operationalized as whether an
individual has ever been officially convicted for any crime, excluding traffic offenses, after the
age of 18. Information regarding convictions was obtained from searches of records of local,
state, and federal law enforcement agencies that were conducted in 1987-1988, and 1994.
Individuals who had ever been officially convicted of a crime were classified as “criminal” (that
is, criminal psychopaths and criminal non-psychopaths), while individuals without convictions
were categorized in the non-institutionalized groups (that is, non-institutionalized psychopaths
and non-institutionalized non-psychopaths). The term “non-institutionalized” is used in place of
“non-criminal” in the current study, as non-criminality is a more conservative classification that
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would require verifying individuals had never engaged in criminal behaviors. This would
necessitate the examination of official records and self-report information about criminal
offenses and even with such verification of these sources, it would still be impossible to fully
verify that individuals have never engaged in criminal behaviors.
Internal (Structural) Characteristics. Information on four internal characteristics were
used here. These four characteristics included: intelligence, impulsivity, sensation seeking, and
antisocial tendencies. The measures utilized to operationalize each characteristic are discussed
below.
Intelligence. Participants’ intelligence was measured using the Ammons Quick Test
(Ammons & Ammons, 1962). The Ammons Quick Test is an easily administered measure of
verbal intelligence that requires individuals to match words to pictures on a card. Although the
measure was created over five decades ago, it remains a valid measure of verbal intelligence
among a variety of populations, and has demonstrated moderate to strong correlations with more
recent measures of intelligence including the Peabody Picture Vocabulary Test-3b (PPVT-3b),
the Wechsler Intelligence Scale for Children (WISC-4), and the Wechsler Adult Intelligence
Scale (WAIS-4) (Zagar et al., 2013). The Quick Test yields a full scale, standardized IQ score
and these scores were used to represent the participants’ level of intelligence. The mean IQ
score of the total sample was 89.41 (SD = 13.07).
Impulsivity. Impulsivity in this study was assessed based on participants’ responses to
two questions taken from the Antisocial Personality Disorder section of the Diagnostic Interview
Schedule for DSM-III-R (DIS-III-R; Robins et al., 1981). The DIS-III is a fully structured
interview schedule designed to aid interviewers, both lay and professional, in the assessment of
current and lifetime prevalence of psychiatric illnesses as based on the DSM-III criteria. The two
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questions that were used are: R51 (since you were 18, have you quit a job three times or more
before you already had another job lined up?); and R57 (have you ever traveled around for a
month or more without having any arrangements ahead of time and not knowing how long you
were going to stay or where you were going to work?). Participants’ impulsivity scores ranged
from 0 - 2, with a score of 0 representing low levels of impulsivity, a score of 1 representing
moderate levels, and a score of 2 representing high levels (6.7% of the total sample exhibited a
high level of impulsivity). In the current sample, the two-item impulsivity scale had a Cronbach
α = .43
Sensation Seeking. Sensation seeking was assessed using five items adapted from
Zuckerman, Kolin, Price, and Zoob’s (1964) Sensation-Seeking Scale (SSS). The SSS yields a
general scale, representing an overall level of sensation seeking, as well as four additional
subscales with each representing a specific domain of sensation seeking and arousal. These
subscales include Disinhibition, Thrill and Adventure Seeking, Boredom Susceptibility, and
Experience Seeking. Because of time constraints in the original study, one item from each
subscale was included in the modified measure. The SSS has been widely used in studies of
psychopaths, as well as among other populations, and has demonstrated adequate reliability as
well as convergent validity with other measures of sensation seeking (Zuckerman, 1978; 2007).
Although the current study utilizes an abbreviated adaptation of an older version of the SSS, the
newer version of the measure, despite refinement, still yields the same factor structure as its
predecessor (i.e. it yields four factors that are representative of the aforementioned subscales),
and its subscales demonstrate similar levels of internal reliability as the older version (Cronbach
α values ranging from .74 to .91) – suggesting that the use of an older version of the measure is
appropriate and is unlikely to yield vastly different results than would have been found if the
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newer version was utilized (Zuckerman, 2007). Participants’ sensation seeking scores ranged
from 0 - 5, with scores of 0 – 1 representing low levels of sensation seeking, scores of 2 -3
representing moderate levels, and scores of 4-5 representing high levels (11.5% of the total
sample exhibited high levels of sensation seeking). In the current sample, the five-item scale
adapted from the SSS had a Cronbach α = .39.
Antisocial Tendencies. In the current study, participants’ antisocial tendencies were
assessed with official arrest record information and self-reports. First, antisocial tendencies
based on official arrest data were defined as the number of offenses they had committed over the
course of their lives. Information about the number of offenses was based on official arrest
records and included information about both adult and juvenile arrests (see Maxfield & Widom,
1996 for details). Information on delinquency and juvenile arrests was gathered from juvenile
records. Adult criminal histories were compiled from searches of local, state, and federal law
enforcement agencies, conducted in 1987 and 1988, and yielded information on approximately
2,800 arrests. Updated criminal history searches were completed in June 1994, and yielded
information on almost 2,200 additional arrests. These included a small number of juvenile arrests
that had not been discovered in earlier criminal history searches.
Second, recognizing that official records of delinquency and adult criminality are likely
to be incomplete, participants’ delinquent and criminal tendencies were also assessed via selfreport. An adaption of a delinquency and adult criminality measure developed by Wolfgang and
Weiner (1989) was used. The adapted measure contained 26 items that assessed whether
participants had ever engaged in a variety of antisocial behaviors ranging from mild offenses
such as engaging in disruptive behaviors, to more serious ones such as attacking someone with
the intention of killing them. Thus, in the current study, participants’ antisocial tendencies were
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operationalized as the combined number of official and self-reported offenses before and after 18
years of age. The mean number of antisocial acts committed among the total sample was 74.55
(SD = 126.66).
It is important to note that antisocial tendencies, though defined and operationalized here
purely in terms of externalized behavior as opposed to personality traits, are considered in the
current study to still fall within the realm of internal (i.e. structural) characteristics, despite the
fact that these exact behaviors may not persist throughout the entirety of one’s life course. The
rationale behind this decision is because this operationalization of antisocial tendencies is
consistent with a large body of empirical literature on psychopathy and is congruent with the
perspectives of many researchers who argue that antisocial behaviors are an integral and a core
part of the construct of psychopathy (Hare & Neumann, 2006; Zuckerman, 1991). Moreover, the
PCL-R itself, which is based on a four-factor model of psychopathy, assesses the antisocial
tendencies of psychopathy primarily based on overt, externalized behaviors – more specifically,
of the five PCL-R items that comprise the Antisocial facet of the measure, four of them rely on
observable behaviors, including antisocial and criminal behaviors, in the assessment of antisocial
tendencies. Since the current study utilizes the PCL-R in its measurement of psychopathy, the
use of externalizing behaviors in the assessment of antisocial tendencies appears justified.
However, it is also important to note that there are many other researchers who argue that
antisocial tendencies, particularly when operationalized purely in terms of behaviors, are not an
inherent part of the psychopathy construct but are rather an unfortunate byproduct of the
interpersonal and affective features of the disorder (Hall & Benning, 2006).
Environmental Characteristics. Information on five environmental characteristics were
used in these analyses: level of education; steady employment; involvement in organized
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religion; and exposure to childhood abuse and neglect. The measures for each of these
characteristics are discussed below.
Level of Education. Participants’ level of education was operationalized as the highest
grade or year of schooling that the individual had completed. The mean level of education for the
total sample was 11.48 years (SD = 2.14).
Steady Employment. Steady employment was assessed using a single question from the
Antisocial Personality Disorder section of the DIS-III-R. Question R53 reads “how many months
out of the last five years have you been without a job?” Steady employment was defined as a
period of unemployment equal to 6 months or less within the last 5 years and 47.8% of the total
sample was classified as having steady employment.
Involvement in Organized Religion. The degree to which individuals are involved in an
organized religion was assessed using a single question that asked participants “how often do
you attend a church, synagogue, or prayer group?” Participants who indicated that they attend at
least several times per month were considered to be involved in an organized religion. Of the
total sample, 25.3% were considered to be involved in organized religion.
Childhood Abuse and Neglect. Information regarding physical and sexual abuse, as well
as neglect, was collected from the court records of substantiated cases of these incidents that
were processed during the years 1967 to 1971 in a metropolitan area in the Midwest. These were
cases of childhood abuse and or/neglect, restricted to children who were 11 years of age or less at
the time of the abuse or neglect incident. Physical abuse cases included injuries such as bruises,
welts, burns, abrasions, lacerations, wounds, cuts, bone and skull fractures, and other evidence of
physical injury. Sexual abuse cases included felony sexual assault, fondling or touching, rape,
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sodomy, and incest. Neglect cases reflected a judgment that the parents’ deficiencies in childcare
were beyond those found acceptable by community and professional standards at the time. These
cases represented extreme failure to provide adequate food, clothing, shelter and medical
attention to children. In the current study, individuals who had a substantiated case of these
incidents were considered to have been abused and/or neglected as a child (57.2% of the total
sample had a history of childhood abuse or neglect).
Contextual Characteristics. Information on only one contextual characteristic, the
presence of rigid behavioral norms and authority, was available for analysis. Previous research
on military culture has found that military environments are characterized by an authoritarian
ideology and require discipline, control, and obedience of various stringent rules and regulations
from their members (Strom et al., 2012). Therefore, participants in this study who have ever
served in the military were considered to have lived and worked in a context characterized by the
presence of rigid behavioral norms and authority. Only 14.2% of the total sample reported
having served in the military.
Procedure
The following description of the current study’s procedure was originally written by Dr.
Cathy Spatz Widom as part of her documentation process of the original study’s purpose and
methodology. It is replicated here with permission from Dr. Widom.
Subjects were sent a letter asking them to participate in a “study of young adult
development” in which a large number of “people between the ages of 20 and 30 who grew up in
this area during the late 1960s and early 1970s are being asked to take part”. Before beginning
the interview, all subjects were asked to sign a consent form.
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The interviews were conducted by Survey Research Associates (SRA) of Baltimore,
Maryland. SRA was chosen (through a competitive bidding process) for their familiarity with the
instruments used, for an excellent track record with follow-up designs of this sort, and for
adequate “personpower” resources in the area. Interviewers were required to complete a weeklong training session after which they were tested using a volunteer subject from the community.
Interviewers were kept blind to the purpose of the study, other than what was described in the
introductory letter. Thus, they were unaware of its emphasis on abuse and neglect, were blind as
to which subjects belonged to which groups, and, in fact, blind as to whether there were any
different subject groups at all. For methodological reasons, it is necessary to avoid as many
biases as possible in this type of research and keeping the interviewers blind as to the focus of
the study and the identity of the participants (whether abused, or neglected, or controls) was very
important. The participants were also not told the specific focus of this study on child abuse and
neglect. At the time, not informing these individuals of the focus on child abuse and neglect was
considered appropriate for ethical reasons (Kinard, 1985).
Results
These results focus on comparisons between the two psychopathy groups (noninstitutionalized psychopaths versus criminal psychopaths). However, additional comparisons
between the two non-psychopath groups (non-institutionalized non-psychopaths and criminal
non-psychopaths) and across all four groups are presented. To facilitate the description of the
results, abbreviations for the four groups will be used as follows: non-institutionalized
psychopaths (NIPs), criminal psychopaths (CPs), non-institutionalized non-psychopaths
(NINPs), and criminal non-psychopaths (CNPs).
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Descriptive Characteristics of the Four Groups
Table 1 illustrates the demographic characteristics of the four groups, including
information about age, sex, and race. A one-way ANOVA with group membership as the
between-subjects variable and age as the dependent variable found that there were no statistically
significant differences in age between groups, F(3, 1137) = .103, p = .958.
For sex, a chi square test of independence indicated that the groups significantly differed
in sex, X2 (3) = 75.98, p = <.001. Pairwise comparisons revealed that CPs had a significantly
higher proportion of males compared to NIPs, X2 (1) = 4.40, p = .036, CNPs, X2 (1) = 12.69, p =
<.001 and NINPs, X2 (1) = 42.37, p = <.001. There were no significant differences between NIPs
and CNPs, X2 (1) = .786, p = .375. NINPs had the lowest proportion of males which was
significantly lower than both NIPs, X2 (1) = 11.09, p = .001 and CNPs, X2 (1) = 35.73, p = <.001.
The four groups overall significantly differed in terms of race, X2 (18) = 41.38, p = <.001.
Looking at pairwise comparisons, CPs did not differ in the proportion of individuals who were
White, non-Hispanic compared to NIPs, X2 (5) = 9.44, p = .093, CNPs, X2 (4) = 1.93, p = .748, or
NINPs, X2 (6) = 11.99, p = .062. Similarly, there were no significant differences between NIPs
and NINPs, X2 (6) = 9.36, p = .154. However, both non-institutionalized groups (NIPs and
NINPs) had a greater proportion of white, non-Hispanic members compared to CNPs, X2 (5) =
13.87 p = .016, and X2 (6) = 22.48, p = .001, respectively.
Psychopathy
Table 2 shows the descriptive characteristics for the four groups on scores of the PCL-R,
including total, Factor 1 (representing the interpersonal and affective features of psychopathy),
and Factor 2 (representing the impulsive and antisocial features of psychopathy). Due to missing
items beyond what the prorating scheme for the calculation of PCL-R factor scores allows, the
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number of participants in each analysis differs (see Table 2). Most notably, Factor 1 scores could
only be calculated for 331 participants (29% of the total sample). Therefore, comparisons across
groups with regard to Factor 1 scores were based only on data from these 331 participants, while
all other analyses in the study utilized the entire sample of 1,138 participants. Relative to the 807
participants who did not have a valid Factor 1 score, these 331 individuals exhibited higher PCLR total scores, t(1136) = 16.80 p < .001 (Mdiff = 6.56), but also had higher Factor 2 scores,
t(1136) = 14.84 p < .001 (Mdiff = 2.99). There were no differences between the two groups
(those with a Factor 1 score vs those without) with regard to age, t(1136) = .435, p = .663, sex,
X2 (1) = 1.09, p = .297, and race, X2 (6) = 2.93, p = .818. However, a greater proportion of these
331 individuals exhibited a high level of impulsivity, X2 (2) = 87.20, p = <.001, a high level of
sensation seeking, X2 (2) = 11.97, p = <.001, and a history of abuse or neglect, X2 (1) = 14.28, p =
<.001, compared to the remaining sample. These 331 individuals also had lower levels of
education, t(1128) = -4.04, p < .001 (Mdiff = -0.56), and a smaller proportion of them were
steadily employed, X2 (1) = 19.93, p = <.001, and engaged in organized religion, X2 (1) = 6.34, p
= .012, compared to those without a Factor 1 score. However, there were no differences between
the two groups in terms of level of intelligence, t(1125) = .161 p = .872, or rate of military
service, X2 (1) = 1.63 p = .201.
A one-way ANOVA was conducted with group membership as the between-subjects
variable and the three PCL-R scores as the dependent variables to determine if differences
between the four main groups (NIPs, CPs, NINPs, and CNPs) were statistically significant. The
ANOVA indicated that the four groups differed significantly in PCL-R total scores, F(3, 1137) =
320.95, p <.001; Factor 1 scores, F(3, 330) = 43.58, p < .001; and Factor 2 scores F(3, 1137) =
254.74, p < .001.
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A series of Fisher’s Least Significant Difference (LSD) post hoc tests were conducted to
identify specific differences between the groups. For PCL-R total scores, NIPs did not
significantly differ from CPs (Mdiff = -1.35, p = .219) but did have significantly higher scores
than both CNPs (Mdiff = 12.29, p < .001) and NINPs (Mdiff = 16.27, p < .001). CPs also had
significantly higher PCL-R total scores than CNPs (Mdiff = 13.65, p < .001) and NINPs (Mdiff =
17.63, p < .001). NINPs had the lowest PCL-R total scores and were significantly different from
their CNP counterparts (Mdiff = -3.98, p < .001).
With regard to PCL-R Factor 1 scores, NIPs and CPs did not significantly differ in their
scores (Mdiff = .505, p = .397) as had been predicted. However, both NIPs and CPs had
significantly higher Factor 1 scores than CNPs (Mdiff = 4.09, p <.001; Mdiff = 3.58, p <.001,
respectively) and NINPs (Mdiff = 4.00, p <.001; Mdiff = 3.50, p < .001). The CNPs and NINPs
did not significantly differ from each other with regard to Factor 1 scores (Mdiff = .083, p =
.797).
Surprisingly, group differences in PCL-R Factor 2 scores exhibited a similar trend as
PCL-R total scores. CPs had significantly higher Factor 2 scores compared to CNPs (Mdiff =
6.71, p < .001) and NINPs (Mdiff = 8.47, p < .001). NIPs did not significantly differ from CPs
(Mdiff = -.968, p = .097) but had significantly higher scores than both CNPs (Mdiff = 5.744, p <
.001) and NINPs (Mdiff = 7.50, p < .001). As expected, NINPs had the lowest mean Factor 2
scores and were significantly lower than CNPs (Mdiff = -1.76, p < .001).
Internal (Structural) Characteristics
Table 3 shows the descriptive characteristics of the four groups across the internal
characteristics. A one-way ANOVA was conducted with group membership as the betweensubjects variable and IQ and lifetime number of antisocial acts as the dependent variables. The
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ANOVA revealed that the four groups differed significantly in terms of IQ, F(3, 1126) = 12.91, p
< .001 and lifetime number of antisocial acts, F(3, 1134) = 103.00, p < .001. A series of LSD
post hoc tests were conducted to identify the specific differences between the four groups on
these two characteristics.
CPs had significantly lower IQ scores than both CNPs (Mdiff = -5.80, p = .003) and
NINPs (Mdiff = -9.60, p < .001). NIPs had significantly higher IQ levels than CPs (Mdiff = 8.03,
p = .005) as previously hypothesized, but did not differ significantly from CNPs (Mdiff = 2.23, p
= .350) or NINPs (Mdiff = -1.57, p = .492). There was also a significant difference between the
NINPs and CNPs (Mdiff = 3.80, p < .001).
For lifetime number of antisocial acts, CPs had a significantly higher number of lifetime
antisocial acts than both CNPs (Mdiff = 195.25, p < .001) and NINPs (Mdiff = 234.55, p < .001),
but did not significantly differ from NIPs (Mdiff = -26.12, p = .299). NIPs also had a
significantly higher number of lifetime antisocial acts compared to both CNPs (Mdiff = 169.14, p
< .001) and NINPs (Mdiff = 208.44, p < .001). NINPs had the lowest number of antisocial acts
across their lives which were significantly lower compared to CNPs (Mdiff = -39.30, p < .001).
Table 3 also shows the extent to which the four groups differ on impulsivity and
sensation seeking. As predicted, the groups differed significantly on impulsivity, X2 (6) =
203.00, p < .001. Based on pairwise comparisons, more CPs showed a high level of impulsivity
relative to CNPs, X2 (2) = 58.59, p <.001, and NINPs, X2 (2) = 118.94, p <.001. More NIPs
showed a high level of impulsivity compared to CNPs, X2 (2) = 60.53, p <.001, and NINPs, X2
(2) = 124.70, p < .001 as well. However, CPs did not differ in the extent of individuals with high
levels of impulsivity compared to NIPs , X2 (2) = 1.99, p = .369. As expected, more CNPs
exhibited a high level of impulsivity compared to NINPs, X2 (2) = 7.47, p = .024.
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For sensation seeking, a chi-square test of independence revealed that there was a
significant association between group membership and level of sensation seeking, X2 (6) = 37.74,
p < .001. Surprisingly, NIPs and CPs did not differ in the extent to which they reported a high
level of sensation seeking, X2 (2) = 0.64, p = .726, but both groups had more members with a
high level of sensation seeking compared to CNPs (X2 (2) = 7.83, p = .020; X2 (2) = 11.16, p =
.004, respectively) and NINPs (X2 (2) = 13.76, p = .001; X2 (2) = 20.42, p < .001, respectively). In
addition, more CNPs had a high level of sensation seeking compared to NINPs, X2 (2) = 7.38, p =
.025.
Environmental Characteristics
Table 4 shows the descriptive characteristics and frequencies of the four groups across
the four environmental characteristics (education, employment, religious involvement, and
history of abuse or neglect). A one-way ANOVA with group membership as the betweensubjects variable and years of education as the dependent variable found that there were
statistically significant differences among the four groups F(3, 1129) = 17.18, p < .001. CPs had
significantly fewer years of education compared to the two non-psychopath groups [CNPs (Mdiff
= -1.13, p < .001) and NINPs (Mdiff = -1.78, p < .001).] Contrary to predictions, NIPs did not
differ significantly in the years of education attained relative to CPs (Mdiff = .736, p = .117) or
CNPs (Mdiff = -.395, p = .310), but had significantly fewer years of education compared to
NINPs (Mdiff = -1.04, p = .005). As expected, NINPs differed significantly from CNPs, with the
former group having a higher number of years of education attained (Mdiff = .643, p <.001).
Table 4 also shows that the groups differed significantly in terms of steady employment,
X2 (3) = 43.74, p < .001, and a history of abuse or neglect, X2 (3) = 24.37, p < .001. There were
no significant differences among the groups on religious involvement, X2 (3) = 4.44, p = .217.
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With regard to steady employment, fewer CPs exhibited steady employment compared to CNPs,
X2 (1) = 18.04, p < .001, and NINPs, X2 (1) = 35.92, p < .001. However, NIPs did not
significantly differ from CNPs, X2 (1) = .204, p = .651, or NINPs, X2 (1) = 3.16, p = .075, in
terms of steady employment. More NIPs were steadily employed compared to CPs, X2 (1) = 8.93,
p = .003 as predicted.
Table 4 shows that NINPs had the lowest percentage of individuals with histories of
abuse or neglect and differed significantly from all other groups [NIPs, X2 (1) = 8.32, p = .004;
CPs, X2 (1) = 12.26, p < .001; and CNPs, X2 (1) = 7.26, p = .007]. There were significantly more
CPs with a history of abuse or neglect than CNPs X2 (1) = 4.50, p = .034. Contrary to hypotheses,
the percent of NIPs who had been abused or neglected was similar to the percent of the CPs, X2
(1) = .002, p = .969 and CNPs, X2 (1) = 3.21, p = .073.
Military Service (Contextual Characteristic)
Table 5 shows the extent of prior military service across the four groups in the study. It
is noteworthy that less than a fifth of all groups reported having served in the military. A chi
square test of independence revealed that the groups did not differ in terms of military service, X2
(3) = .532, p = .912.
Discussion
While no predictions were made regarding differences between the four groups in terms
of demographic characteristics, there were several notable differences that were particularly
noteworthy. For example, there were major differences in the sex composition of the four
groups, with criminal psychopaths having a significantly higher proportion of males relative to
the other groups, and non-institutionalized non-psychopaths having the lowest. Interestingly,
there were no differences in the proportions of males between the non-institutionalized
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psychopath and criminal non-psychopath groups. It is no surprise that the criminal psychopath
group had the highest proportion of males while the non-institutionalized non-psychopaths had
the lowest, given the higher prevalence of men compared to women in terms of both
psychopathy (e.g. 25% among incarcerated males vs 17% among incarcerated females; Warren
et al., 2003) and criminality (e.g. 90% of homicidal offenders are male; Fox & Fridel, 2017).
Beyond sex, there were also significant differences in the racial compositions of the four
groups. More specifically, the two criminal groups (psychopaths and non-psychopaths) had a
smaller proportion of White, non-Hispanic individuals relative to the two non-institutionalized
groups (psychopaths and non-psychopaths), though in the case of the criminal psychopaths, these
differences were not statistically significant. Nonetheless, one likely explanation for the overrepresentation of minorities in the two criminal groups, particularly among the criminal nonpsychopath group, is that individuals of color are more likely to be disproportionately arrested,
convicted, and incarcerated compared to white individuals, even for similar offenses (Walker,
2012). Therefore, it is possible that some of the discrepancies in the conviction and incarceration
rates of criminal psychopaths and non-institutionalized psychopaths could be due in part to the
different racial compositions of the groups.
Psychopathy
In an effort to permit the comparison of the findings across studies utilizing widely
discrepant operationalization of successful psychopathy, the current study employed a broad
definition of successful psychopathy (i.e. successful psychopaths as psychopaths who have never
been institutionalized) in order to be as inclusive of the various notions of success as possible. In
doing so, four groups of participants were created: psychopaths with a history of a legal
conviction (criminal psychopaths); psychopaths with no history of a legal conviction (non-

34

institutionalized psychopaths); non-psychopathic individuals with a history of a legal conviction
(criminal non-psychopaths); and non-psychopathic individuals with no history of a legal
conviction (non-institutionalized non-psychopaths). The level and configuration of psychopathic
traits was then compared among these four groups, with emphasis on identifying differences
between the two psychopath groups, in order to determine which extant framework of successful
psychopathy (e.g. differential severity model; differential configuration model; or moderated
expression model) could best account for the existence of the different manifestations of
psychopathy.
Based on prior literature, the differential configuration model had appeared to be the most
promising model. In using this model, it was hypothesized that non-institutionalized psychopaths
would exhibit a similar level of psychopathy as criminal psychopaths but would differ in the
configuration of these psychopathic traits. More specifically, it was anticipated noninstitutionalized psychopaths would exhibit a similar level of the interpersonal and affective
features of psychopathy but would possess lower levels of the impulsive and antisocial features
relative to their criminal psychopath counterparts. Contrary to predictions, however, the results
of the current study indicated that there were no significant differences between noninstitutionalized psychopaths and criminal psychopaths with regards to the levels of overall
psychopathy, the interpersonal and affective features, or the impulsive and antisocial features.
That is, not only did non-institutionalized psychopaths and criminal psychopaths exhibit a
similar level of the disorder, but a similar configuration of the traits of the disorder as well.
While the current study's pattern of results with regard to the severity and configuration
of psychopathic traits among criminal and non-institutionalized psychopaths cannot be accounted
for by the differential severity model or the differential configuration model, the moderated
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expression model of successful psychopathy appears to provide a better explanation. Evidence
from the current study is based in part on the finding that among the non-psychopathic groups,
criminal non-psychopaths still exhibited a higher level of the impulsive and antisocial features of
psychopathy relative to non-institutionalized non-psychopaths, suggesting that the PCL-R's
assessment of these traits is potentially artificially inflated by the presence of a criminal record.
If this is the case, then any potential differences in the impulsive and antisocial features between
non-institutionalized and criminal psychopaths, no matter how small, should be particularly
elevated in the direction of a higher level of these traits among criminal psychopaths. Therefore,
the lack of the difference in the level of the impulsive and antisocial traits between the two
psychopath groups, even in the presence of this artificial inflation, suggests that noninstitutionalized psychopaths genuinely exhibit a similar, if not higher, level of these traits
relative to their criminal counterparts. Moreover, the differences found here among these two
psychopathy groups across the various characteristics hypothesized to have a protective effect on
the development of serious antisocial behavior provide further evidence that the moderated
expression model not only best accounts for these results, but that it may be the most suitable
framework for understanding the existence of the different manifestations of psychopathy.
While the moderated expression model appears to provide the most comprehensive
explanation for the results of the current study, there are several other explanations that could
potentially account for the lack of differences in the severity and configuration of psychopathic
traits among the study’s criminal psychopaths and non-institutionalized psychopaths that should
be highlighted. For example, it is possible that a formal record of a legal conviction may not
have been the most effective way to differentiate between criminal and non-institutionalized
psychopaths and that the two psychopath groups in the current sample are too heterogeneous to
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allow for the detection of differences in the configuration or severity of psychopathic traits.
While the use of convictions was used to indirectly assess a participant’s history of
institutionalization and serious antisocial and criminal behavior, a conviction may not necessarily
have resulted in incarceration. Similarly, albeit less likely, it is possible that some participants
within the non-institutionalized group may have been incarcerated but their legal records, for one
reason or another (e.g. an expungement), did not accurately reflect their conviction history.
Although this explanation might be plausible, it is not adequate because the non-institutionalized
and criminal psychopath groups did differ significantly on a number of characteristics beyond
psychopathy, suggesting that they are qualitatively different groups.
It is also possible that differences in the configuration of psychopathic traits may only
become notable at higher levels of psychopathy. Since the psychopathy groups in the current
sample exhibit lower levels of psychopathy than is typically used by the PCL-R to classify
individuals as psychopaths, it may be that the antisocial and impulsive features of the criminal
psychopaths in the current study are not prominent enough to a degree that they differ
significantly from those of the successful manifestations of the disorder. However, Ishikawa et
al. (2001) found differences in the configuration of psychopathic traits between criminal and
successful psychopaths despite their sample exhibiting levels of psychopathy lower than the
threshold defined by the PCL-R (albeit slightly higher than the current sample) – casting doubt
on the adequacy of such an explanation.
A third potential explanation for the lack of differences in the configuration of
psychopathic traits is the possibility that the current study was too underpowered to detect these
differences. Although it was hypothesized that the groups would differ in the level of the
impulsive and antisocial features of psychopathy, it is possible that criminal and successful
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manifestations share a similar level of these features and instead differ in the level of the
interpersonal and affective features of the disorder. While the current study has enough power to
detect differences in the level of the impulsive and antisocial features of psychopathy,
information on the interpersonal and affective features was only available for a small number of
the original participants, rendering the study underpowered to detect these potential differences.
Once again, however, such an explanation is not adequate given the findings of Ishikawa et al.
(2001), Raine et al. (2004), Yang et al. (2005), and Yang et al. (2010). In those studies,
differences in the configuration of psychopathic traits among criminal and successful
psychopaths were related to differences in the impulsive and antisocial features as opposed to the
interpersonal and affective traits. Nonetheless, differences in the latter traits would still be
consistent with the differential configuration model of successful psychopathy.
Internal (Structural) Characteristics
Following the recommendations of various writers in the successful psychopathy
literature, particularly that of Steinart et al. (2017), differences between criminal and noninstitutionalized psychopaths were examined across several internal characteristics that are
believed to impact the way psychopathy is manifested. The internal characteristics examined
here included intelligence, antisocial tendencies, impulsivity, and sensation seeking. Compared
to criminal psychopaths, it was predicted that non-institutionalized psychopaths would
exhibit higher levels of intelligence, lower levels of impulsivity and sensation seeking, and a
similar level of antisocial tendencies. Interestingly, some of the study's findings were consistent
with these predictions, whereas others were starkly different than expected. For example, as
predicted, non-institutionalized psychopaths exhibited a higher level of intelligence than criminal
psychopaths and one that was comparable to non-institutionalized non-psychopaths. Non-
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institutionalized psychopaths also exhibited a similar level of antisocial tendencies as their
criminal psychopath counterparts, as was expected. However, contrary to predictions, noninstitutionalized psychopaths did not differ from criminal psychopaths with regards to their
levels of impulsivity and sensation seeking. There are a number of potential explanations for
these results. First, it could be argued that the lack of differences between non-institutionalized
psychopaths and criminal ones, particularly with regards to antisocial tendencies, impulsivity,
and sensation seeking, may be the result of an inadequate measurement of these constructs.
However, an examination of the differences between the psychopath groups and the nonpsychopath groups indicates that this is not an adequate explanation. For example, although the
psychopath groups did not differ from each other in terms of impulsivity, sensation seeking, or
antisocial tendencies, both psychopath groups exhibited significantly higher levels of these traits
compared to both non-psychopathic groups. Moreover, as would be intuitively expected, noninstitutionalized non-psychopaths not only had the lowest levels of impulsivity, sensation
seeking, and antisocial tendencies, but their levels of these traits were significantly lower than
even those of criminal non-psychopaths. The progressive decrease in the levels of these traits
across groups (i.e. psychopaths having the highest level of these traits, followed by criminal nonpsychopaths, then by non-institutionalized psychopaths) suggests that these constructs were
adequately operationalized by the measures and functioned as intended.
Another potential measurement issue is related to the way antisocial tendencies were
assessed in the current study. In the current study, antisocial tendencies were measured by
tallying up the total number of various antisocial acts that individuals had engaged in before and
after the age of 18, including both self-reported acts and formally documented acts (i.e. those
appearing on an official arrest record). The various antisocial acts that were considered included
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behaviors that ranged from mild offenses, such as engaging in disruptive behavior, to more
severe acts such as attacking someone with the intention of killing them. Since these behaviors
were grouped together in the analysis of antisocial tendencies, it is possible that while noninstitutionalized psychopaths engage in antisocial behaviors at a similar rate as criminal
psychopaths, they may be committing more mild offenses that are less likely to come to the
attention of law enforcement and therefore are less likely to be incarcerated. However, once
again a comparison to the non-psychopathic groups suggests that this explanation is inadequate
in accounting for the study’s results. More specifically, non-institutionalized psychopaths
engaged in nearly three times and five times more antisocial behaviors, compared to criminal
non-psychopaths and non-institutionalized non-psychopaths, respectively.
If these results are not then considered a product of measurement error, but rather taken at
face value, the current study's pattern of findings suggests that successful manifestations of
psychopathy are much more similar to criminal psychopaths than expected. Not only do
successful psychopaths engage in antisocial behaviors but they do so at a rate that is comparable
to criminal psychopaths. Moreover, even if this behavior is relatively milder compared to that of
criminal psychopaths, the rate of its occurrence and its cumulative impact on the community
suggests that non-institutionalized psychopaths should be considered antisocial as well.
In addition to engaging in antisocial behavior at a similar rate as criminal psychopaths,
this behavior among non-institutionalized psychopaths may be driven by the same
characteristics, such as a high level of impulsivity or a high need for sensation seeking, among
both criminal and successful manifestations of psychopathy. The difference between these two
groups, then, is not whether they engage in antisocial behavior, but whether they are caught and
formally punished for it. Therefore, the protective factors hypothesized to exist under the
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moderated expression model may not necessarily work by preventing the development of
antisocial behaviors among successful manifestations but rather by enhancing these types of
psychopaths’ abilities to avoid detection or punishment for these behaviors. For example, a
higher level of intelligence, as demonstrated among non-institutionalized psychopaths in the
current study, may allow for the avoidance of detection or punishment of antisocial behavior
through the development of enhanced strategies such as the selection of more vulnerable victims,
choosing targets or locations that involve less risk for apprehension, or through more effective
abilities to deceive law enforcement officials when interviewed about criminal behaviors. A
higher level of intelligence may also help non-institutionalized psychopaths avoid getting
severely punished for their antisocial behaviors in other ways. For example, even when caught
for these behaviors and given formal warnings to not engage in such behaviors in the future, a
higher level of intelligence may help non-institutionalized psychopaths better appreciate the
potential future consequences of their behavior and either lead to a cessation of certain behaviors
that have garnered the attention of law enforcement in the past, or lead to the development of
these aforementioned efficient and strategic ways to engage in these antisocial behaviors to avoid
future detection.
Environmental Characteristics
Beyond internal characteristics, Steinart et al. (2017) proposed that characteristics of
one's environment could also impact how psychopathic traits manifest. In the current study, the
environmental characteristics that were examined included level of education, steady
employment, involvement in organized religion, and history of abuse or neglect. As was the case
with internal characteristics, some of the study's findings regarding these environmental
characteristics were consistent with predictions, while others were not and were surprising and
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even counterintuitive. For example, contrary to predictions, there were no significant differences
between the non-institutionalized psychopaths and criminal psychopaths with regard to level of
education, involvement in organized religion, or history of abuse or neglect. However, the
possible explanations for each of these findings vary from characteristic to characteristic.
With regard to level of education, although there were no differences between criminal
psychopaths and non-institutionalized psychopaths, both psychopath groups had a lower level of
education compared to non-institutionalized non-psychopaths, which is consistent with what
would intuitively be expected. However, despite having the relatively highest levels of
education, non-institutionalized non-psychopaths, on average, had less education than a high
school diploma. This suggests that, as a whole, the current study's sample is relatively under
educated, which raises the possibility that the lack of differences between criminal psychopaths
and non-institutionalized psychopaths may potentially be the result of a floor effect. This is
further supported by the finding that non-institutionalized psychopaths in the current sample
exhibited a higher level of intelligence, which should have in turn been correlated with higher
levels of education. Therefore, while it is possible that criminal psychopaths and noninstitutionalized psychopaths genuinely do not differ in their levels of education, an examination
among a more educated sample could potentially yield more salient differences between the two
groups.
In terms of involvement in organized religion, there were no differences in the proportion
of individuals involved in organized religion across any of the four groups, including between
criminal psychopaths and non-institutionalized psychopaths. This suggests that involvement in
organized religion does not appear to be relevant to whether one has psychopathic traits or
whether or not someone engages in criminal behavior. However, in the current study, the number
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of individuals involved in organized religion across the four groups was generally low, with only
approximately one fifth to one fourth of the groups being involved in an organized religion,
compared to surveys conducted in the U.S that generally indicate that over half of Americans
report that they feel religion is a very important aspect of their lives (Pew Forum on Religion &
Public Life, 2008). Given that the surveys conducted with the general population asked about
the importance of religion in their lives, not how often they attended services, it is possible that
the extent of the sample's involvement in organized religion was not adequately captured through
the examination of the frequency of individuals' attendance of churches, synagogues, or other
prayer groups. Perhaps an inquiry into participants' private religious practices and subjective
feelings of religiosity would yield more information about their involvement in organized
religion and could allow for a more nuanced examination of whether such involvement impacts
the manifestation of psychopathic traits.
There are interesting findings of the current study regarding the role of child abuse or
neglect among the various groups. Although the predictions made regarding differences between
non-institutionalized psychopaths and criminal psychopaths were not supported (that is, both
groups had similar proportions of individuals with histories of abuse or neglect), a closer
examination of the differences between the psychopath groups and the two non-psychopath
groups (non-institutionalized and criminal) suggests an interesting perspective regarding the
impact of child abuse and neglect on psychopathic traits and criminality. In looking at the rates
of childhood abuse or neglect among the groups, over three fourths of both psychopath groups
(non-institutionalized and criminal) had a documented history of abuse or neglect during their
childhoods. Looking at these statistics in isolation could lead one to erroneously conclude that
childhood abuse or neglect results in the development of psychopathy. However, an examination
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of the non-psychopath comparison groups (criminal and non-institutionalized) reveals a different
picture. Both criminal non-psychopaths and non-institutionalized non-psychopaths also exhibited
high rates of childhood abuse or neglect, with nearly two-thirds of criminal psychopaths and over
half of the non-institutionalized non-psychopaths having a documented history of abuse or
neglect. This suggests that having a history of abuse or neglect as a child, on its own, does not
guarantee the development of psychopathic traits or a propensity for criminality. Rather, having
such a history of abuse or neglect may combine with other risk factors, such as a biological
vulnerability, and that together, this combination results in a greater likelihood that psychopathic
traits or criminality will develop.
While most of the environmental characteristics examined in the current study did not
differentiate between non-institutionalized psychopaths and criminal psychopaths, one
characteristic did. Consistent with what was predicted, a greater number of non-institutionalized
psychopaths were steadily employed compared to criminal psychopaths – suggesting that steady
employment may potentially have an impact on how psychopathic traits are manifested. It is
possible that steady employment provides non-institutionalized psychopaths with increased
funds which reduces their need to engage in antisocial behavior, particularly antisocial behavior
that is financially motivated such as robbery or burglary. This, in turn, would reduce the
likelihood of their being convicted and incarcerated compared to their criminal psychopath
counterparts. Moreover, the threat of losing one's job and the related income as a result of being
arrested or incarcerated may also motivate non-institutionalized psychopaths to abstain from
serious criminal behavior all together. Conversely, steady employment may simply occupy noninstitutionalized psychopaths' time, thus limiting their opportunities to engage in criminal or
antisocial behavior. It is important to note, however, that despite the finding that non-

44

institutionalized psychopaths had higher rates of steady employment relative to criminal ones,
the rate of steady employment among the non-institutionalized psychopaths (38.7%) is still
vastly lower when compared to the U.S national rate of employment during 1986 (65.3%;
Bureau of Labor Statistics, 2020). This may in part be due to the stringent criteria used to define
steady employment in the current study (i.e. steady employment as employment over a span of
five years without a period of unemployment greater than 6 months) compared to how the U.S
calculates employment (i.e. any individual who worked for pay during the survey reference
week). Nonetheless, differences in steady employment appear to be promising in explaining the
existence of different psychopathic manifestations and future research should aim to elucidate
the specific mechanisms by which steady employment moderates the expression of psychopathic
traits.
Military Service (Contextual Characteristic)
Aside from internal or environmental characteristics, Steinart et al. (2017) proposed that
characteristics of the situations or contexts that psychopaths find themselves in may also impact
how their psychopathic traits are manifested. One proposed context that could have such an
impact is one that involves the presence of rigid behavioral norms and authority. To examine
whether such contexts could impact the manifestation of psychopathic traits, the rates of military
service were compared between non-institutionalized psychopaths and criminal psychopaths.
Operating in a military context requires a great deal of obedience to authority and adherence to
various stringent rules and regulations regarding not only professional work duties but personal
behavior as well. Moreover, the impact of such a context, particularly on one's level of discipline
and obedience often continues to last even after individuals have left the service and may
continue to impact individuals’ future behaviors even outside the military context. With regard to
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psychopaths, it is possible that within a military context, antisocial behaviors that violate the
rigid behavioral norms or displease authority figures would be swiftly and harshly punished likely to a degree that is relatively disproportionate to how the same type of behavior would be
punished in a civilian context. The repeated harsh punishment of these behaviors may result in
psychopaths either developing more sophisticated strategies to engage in these antisocial
behaviors to avoid future detection or may result in psychopaths ceasing engagement in these
behaviors all together. Therefore, it was hypothesized that non-institutionalized psychopaths
would have higher rates of military service than criminal psychopaths. Surprisingly, however,
there was no significant difference in the rate of military service between non-institutionalized
psychopaths and criminal psychopaths. Perhaps even more surprising was the finding that there
were also no differences between the rates of military service between the two psychopath
groups and the non-institutionalized non-psychopaths and the criminal non-psychopaths when
differences would intuitively be expected. More specifically, if military service is viewed as a
noble endeavor pursued by individuals with well-adjusted and courageous characters, then it
would be expected that non-institutionalized non-psychopaths would exhibit the highest rates of
service relative to the other groups. Conversely, if service in the military is viewed as an
endeavor that is particularly appealing to people who exhibit certain qualities such as high levels
of sensation seeking or aggression, then it would be expected that psychopathic individuals
would have higher rates of service compared to non-psychopaths as the psychopaths would be
disproportionately drawn to such service. Although the lack of differences in rates of service
between the psychopath and non-psychopath groups in the current study cast doubt on these
expectations, it is still possible that although these various groups serve in the military at similar
rates, their reasons for doing so may be different. Moreover, it is possible that working in a
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military context can still have an impact on how psychopathic traits are manifested despite
similar rates of service among non-institutionalized psychopaths and criminal psychopaths. For
example, length of service, the branch of service, and service on active duty versus in a reserve
component, could all potentially have an impact on how psychopathic traits are manifested.
Therefore, future research should examine differences between non-institutionalized psychopaths
and criminal psychopaths on these specific aspects of military service.
One other potential explanation for the lack of differences in military service between
non-institutionalized psychopaths and criminal psychopaths is that the current study was too
underpowered to detect differences between the two groups. Evidence for this possibility is
based on the fact that the criminal psychopath, non-institutionalized non-psychopath, and the
criminal non-psychopath groups all exhibited a rate of military service of approximately 14%
which is comparable to the rate of service of the national population during 1980 to 1990
(Richardson & Waldrop, 2003). On the other hand, over 18% of non-institutionalized
psychopaths in the current sample had served in the military. Although this difference was not
statistically significant, this may have been a result of the small sample size of the noninstitutionalized psychopath group relative to the other groups in the sample. Future research
should examine this issue before completely abandoning the notion that military service or other
contexts with rigid behavioral norms could have an impact on how psychopathic traits are
manifested.
Summary and Implications
The underlying premise of the current research is the assumption that an important key to
understanding the development of criminal psychopathy is through a better understanding of
successful or non-institutionalized psychopaths. It was argued that characteristics found to

47

significantly differ between the two groups could help shed light on how criminal psychopaths
come to develop. However, the current study's findings illustrate that non-institutionalized
psychopaths are much more similar to criminal psychopaths than would be expected. Both types
of psychopaths appear to not only share the same configuration of psychopathic traits but
experience the disorder at similar levels as well. Such a finding is consistent with the moderated
expression model of successful psychopathy which essentially posits that criminal and successful
manifestations of psychopathy are not the product of differences in the severity or configuration
of psychopathic traits but rather the product of moderating protective factors or characteristics
that impact how these traits are ultimately manifested. Although in the current study criminal
psychopaths and non-institutionalized psychopaths shared similarities across numerous internal,
environmental, and contextual characteristics, there were two notable characteristics that
differentiated the two groups that could potentially aid in understanding how successful
manifestations of psychopathy come to exist. Specifically, non-institutionalized psychopaths
were found to have higher levels of intelligence compared to criminal psychopaths and a greater
proportion of non-institutionalized psychopaths reported steady employment relative to criminal
psychopaths. More research is necessary, however, to establish a causal relationship between
these characteristics and the different manifestations of psychopathy. If direct relationships are
found, additional efforts should be made to identify the specific mechanisms by which
intelligence and steady employment give rise to different psychopathic manifestations. In turn,
this information could then be used to inform early intervention risk assessments conducted on
psychopathic individuals. Individuals who are found to have lower levels of intelligence or who
are not steadily employed may require more intensive interventions than those who do not have
these characteristics.
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Perhaps the most compelling reason to identify the specific mechanisms by which the
aforementioned characteristics give rise to different psychopathic manifestations, however, is
that this information could then be utilized to inform and address a very important issue - the
treatment of psychopaths. Following the publication of Rice, Harris, and Cormier’s (1992)
evaluation of the therapeutic community on the recidivism rate of criminal psychopaths, a vast
number of correctional practices and rehabilitation programs’ policies were changed to reflect
the authors’ findings that not only was the treatment of psychopaths ineffective, but that it may
actually worsen them (D’Silva, Duggan, & McCarthy, 2004). For instance, many correctional
treatment programs have since instituted policies that exclude inmates with high PCL-R scores
from particular treatment programs that have otherwise been found to be helpful in reducing
criminality and recidivism among the general criminal population (D’Silva et al., 2004). Since
Rice et al.’s (1992) study, numerous studies examining the effectiveness of therapy among
psychopaths have been conducted and many of them have yielded results similar to those of Rice
et al.’s (1992), concluding that the treatment of psychopaths is at best ineffective and at worst,
harmful. However, a review of the evidence on the supposed inverse relationship between high
scores on the PCL-R and treatment response conducted by D’Silva et al. (2004) found that the
vast majority of the studies conducted on the treatment of psychopaths were not appropriately
designed and could not be relied upon for making any final determinations about whether
psychopaths could benefit from treatment. Ultimately, D’Silva et al. (2004) concluded that there
was not enough evidence to determine whether psychopaths could benefit from treatment, but
that there was also certainly not enough evidence to determine that they could not. For this
reason, D’Silva et al. (2014) recommended that psychopaths be allowed to participate in
treatment programs that have otherwise been found helpful in reducing violence and recidivism
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among the general criminal population and that the effect of these programs be examined using
proper research designs. Interventions that have been empirically demonstrated to robustly
reduce violence and recidivism among the general criminal population include educational
programs, as well as job skills training and employment programs (Erisman & Contrardo, 2005;
Nally, Lockwood, Knutson, & Ho, 2012; Uggen, 2000). Surprisingly, however, only differences
in steady employment, and not in education, were identified between non-institutionalized
psychopaths and criminal psychopaths in the current study, raising the possibility that while
education may be a protective factor among the general criminal population, it may not operate
similarly among psychopaths. However, as mentioned previously, the education levels of the
current study’s sample were generally low, with most participants, including those in the
psychopath groups, having failed to complete high school. A study by Allwood and Widom
(2013) found that among a sample of individuals with histories of childhood abuse or neglect and
demographically matched controls without those histories, graduation from high school was
associated with lower rates of being arrested as an adult, regardless of whether an individual had
been abused or neglected as a child. Allwood and Widom’s (2013) findings suggest that even
among individuals who possess a risk factor (e.g. history of childhood abuse or neglect) that
increases their risk for being arrested as an adult, a high school education can be just as
protective against the impact of that risk as it would be among individuals without the same risk
factor. Therefore, it is possible that had the current study utilized a sample with an average level
of education (that is, greater than or equivalent to high school), differences between criminal and
non-institutionalized psychopaths may have become more salient.
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Limitations and Future Directions
While the current study has numerous strengths such as the use of a broad
operationalization of successful psychopathy, direct comparisons between non-institutionalized
psychopaths and criminal psychopaths, and the use of comparison groups comprised of criminal
non-psychopaths and non-institutionalized non-psychopaths, it is not without its limitations. One
limitation of the current design is related to the relatively low levels of psychopathy among the
participants comprising the psychopath groups. In the current study, a PCL-R cut off score of 20
was used to classify individuals as psychopaths as opposed to the recommended cut off score of
30. While there is precedent for using lower cut off scores, particularly when the measure is used
with community samples, it could be argued that the individuals in the study are not necessarily
genuine psychopaths but are simply individuals who possess psychopathic traits. It is possible
that the findings of the study would vary if a sample with clinically significant levels of
psychopathy was used instead. Perhaps differences between non-institutionalized psychopaths
and criminal ones would become more pronounced at higher levels of the disorder. Relatedly,
another limitation of the current design is rooted in the fact that PCL-R scores of participants
were coded solely based on a review of participants' records and from interview questions
intended at assessing constructs that are related, but distinct, from psychopathy. While the PCLR can be validly completed solely based on information gathered from records, its developers
suggest using information from both official records and from a specially tailored clinical
interview to accurately complete the measure (Hare, 2003). In the current study, reliance solely
on records and on information gathered from measures of other constructs may have introduced
error into the assessment of psychopathy and could have affected the validity of the scores.
Moreover, the lack of a narrowly tailored clinical interview made it difficult to assess some of
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the PCL-R items, particularly those related to the interpersonal and affective features of
psychopathy. As a result, information about these traits was not available for a majority of the
study's participants, resulting in the study being too underpowered to detect potential differences
in these traits among groups.
Beyond the measurement of psychopathy, another limitation of the current design is
related to the measurement of several of the other variables in the study. Several variables were
assessed using outdated measures or by using items that were parts of broader measures that
were not created for the primary purpose of assessing the specific constructs in question. For
example, in the current design, sensation seeking was assessed using a measure that had not been
updated since 1964, while impulsivity was assessed using items from the section of the DIS-IIIR that was originally intended to measure antisocial personality disorder. In addition, some other
variables were operationalized with only a single item and this characteristic could have had a
negative effect on the validity or the reliability of the data. Such an effect is especially evident
for the impulsivity and sensation seeking scales that were used in the current study, as
demonstrated by the low levels of internal reliability of these scales. However, despite low levels
of internal reliability, examination of these variables, particularly among the comparison groups
of non-institutionalized non-psychopaths and criminal non-psychopaths suggest that the majority
of these variables are functioning as intended. Nonetheless, it is possible that if more recent, or
"gold standard" measures, or even measures that were simply comprised of more items, had been
used to assess these constructs, the findings of the study could have varied.
Other limitations of the design are related to the composition and size of the different
participant groups. With regards to composition, the use of an official conviction to classify
criminality or a history of incarceration may have been inadequate for reasons previously
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discussed and may have resulted in the groups of the study being too heterogenous. The
heterogeneity of the groups, particularly among criminal psychopaths and non-institutionalized
psychopaths could have masked potential differences between these groups. Relatedly, the small
sample sizes of the psychopath groups, particularly the non-institutionalized psychopath group,
could have further made it difficult to identify subtle but important differences among the
different psychopathy manifestations.
With these limitations in mind, future studies should strive to use samples with higher
levels of psychopathic traits, perhaps assessed using measures of psychopathy beyond the PCL-R
and instead ones that were specifically designed for use with community samples. Future designs
should also continue to employ direct comparisons between non-institutionalized psychopaths
and criminal psychopaths but should also consider the possibility that different
operationalizations of successful psychopathy may actually represent qualitatively different
manifestations of the disorder and should aim to directly compare these manifestations to each
other as well as to criminal psychopaths. Moreover, more stringent and rigorous criteria should
be utilized in distinguishing between the members of these groups to reduce any heterogeneity
that could make it more difficult to identify key differences between these groups.
Aside from more careful assessment and composition of psychopathy groups, future
studies should also aim to begin identifying the mechanisms by which characteristics that differ
between non-institutionalized psychopaths and criminal psychopaths impact the manifestation of
psychopathic traits. For example, while the current study demonstrated that differences in
intelligence and steady employment exist between criminal and non-institutionalized
psychopaths, it is unclear how these characteristics specifically impact the expression of
psychopathic traits. Perhaps these characteristics protect against the development of serious

53

antisocial behavior among non-institutionalized psychopaths, or maybe they simply help these
individuals become more proficient at avoiding detection of their crimes. It is also possible that
differences in these characteristics are simply the effect of as opposed to a cause of the different
manifestations of psychopathy. Nonetheless, given the promising nature of the moderated
expression model and the inadequacy of the other models of successful psychopathy in
explaining the existence of different manifestations of the disorder, future research endeavors
should continue to identify characteristics that differentiate between non-institutionalized and
criminal psychopaths, perhaps by examining different operationalizations of the variables
proposed by Steinart et al. (2017) and those examined in the current design.

Tables
Table 1.
Demographic characteristics of the total sample and the four groups

Age (in years)

Total Sample
N = 1138

Criminal
Psychopaths
N = 51

Criminal NonPsychopaths
N = 251

Non-Institutionalized
Psychopaths
N = 33

Non-Institutionalized
Non-Psychopaths
N = 803

M (SD)

M (SD)

M (SD)

M (SD)

M (SD)

30.05 (3.51)

30.18 (3.15)

29.96 (3.47)

30.18 (3.41)

30.07 (3.56)

N (%)

N (%)

N (%)

N (%)

N (%)

Sex (male)

581 (51.1%)

White, non-Hispanic

697 (61.2%)

46 (90.2%)

a

22 (43.1%)

a

a,c

163 (64.9%)
127 (50.6%)

b
a

24 (72.7%)
22 (66.7%)

b
c

348 (43.3%)
526 (65.5%)

P value
.958

c

< .001

c

< .001

Note. Pairwise comparisons are indicated with superscript letters (a, b, c). Groups that differ significantly from one another have
different superscript letters. Variables with no superscripts indicate the absence of significant differences between the groups. SD =
standard deviation.
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Table 2.
Descriptive characteristics of the Psychopathy Checklist – Revised (PCL-R) scores for the total sample and the four groups

PCL-R Score

Total Sample
N = 1138/331*

Criminal
Psychopaths
N = 51/33*

Criminal NonPsychopaths
N = 251/70*

Non-Institutionalized
Psychopaths
N = 33/29*

Non-Institutionalized
Non-Psychopaths
N = 803/199*

M (SD)

M (SD)

M (SD)

M (SD)

M (SD)

Total

8.20 (6.69)

23.69 (3.10)

Factor 1

5.09 (2.75)

7.91 (3.10)

Factor 2

3.57 (3.37)

11.16 (1.78)

a
a
a

10.04 (5.52)
4.33 (2.15)
4.35 (3.00)

b
b
b

22.3 2.47)

a

8.41 (2.34)
10.10 (1.51)

a
a

6.06 (4.90)
4.41 (2.26)
2.59 (2.55)

P value

c

< .001

b

< .001

c

< .001

Note: * The first number represents the number of participants in each group with valid PCL-R Total and Factor 2 scores, and the
second integer is the number of participants with a valid Factor 1 score. Pairwise comparisons are indicated with superscript letters (a,
b, c). Groups that differ significantly from one another have different superscript letters. PCL-R = Psychopathy Checklist - Revised;
SD = standard deviation.
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Table 3.
Descriptive characteristics and frequencies for the internal (structural) characteristics for the total sample and the four groups
Total Sample
N = 1138

Criminal
Psychopaths
N = 51

Criminal NonPsychopaths
N = 251

Non-Institutionalized
Psychopaths
N = 33

Non-Institutionalized
Non-Psychopaths
N = 803

M (SD)

M (SD)

M (SD)

M (SD)

M (SD)

a

IQ

89.41 (13.07)

81.14 (14.08)

Antisocial Acts (#)

74.55 (126.66)

283.84 (270.95)

N (%)
Impulsivity (high)
Sensation Seeking
(high)

76 (6.7%)

N (%)

a

131 (11.5%)

a

15 (29.4%)
14 (27.5%)

a

86.94 (12.27)

b

88.59 (115.92)
N (%)

a
a

16 (6.4%)
28 (11.2%)

b

89.17 (9.00)

b,c

257.73 (241.87)

a

90.72 (13.23)
49.01 (81.94)

N (%)

b
b

14 (43.8%)
8 (24.2%)

P value

c

< .001

c

< .001

N (%)

a
a

31 (3.9%)
81 (10.1%)

c

< .001

c

< .001

Note. Pairwise comparisons are indicated with superscript letters (a, b, c). Groups that differ significantly from one another have
different superscript letters. SD = standard deviation. IQ = standardized score on the Quick test at mean age 29.
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Table 4.
Descriptive characteristics and frequencies for the environmental characteristics for the total sample and the four groups

Education (# of years)

Total Sample
N = 1138

Criminal
Psychopaths
N = 51

Criminal NonPsychopaths
N = 251

Non-Institutionalized
Psychopaths
N = 33

Non-Institutionalized
Non-Psychopaths
N = 803

M (SD)

M (SD)

M (SD)

M (SD)

M (SD)

11.48 (2.14)
N (%)

Employment (steady)

544 (47.8%)

Religious
involvement (regular)

288 (25.3%)

Abuse/Neglect (yes)

651 (57.2%)

a

9.96 (2.11)
N (%)

a
b
a

5 (10.4%)

11.09 (1.98)

b

N (%)

a

101 (43%)

10.70 (2.02)

a,b

N (%)

b

12 (38.7%)

P value

c

< .001

c

< .001

11.74 (2.14)
N (%)

b,c

426 (54.9%)

.217
9 (17.6%)

40 (78.4%)

57 (22.7%)

a

158 (62.9%)

6 (18.2%)

b

26 (78.8%)

a,b

216 (26.9%)

427 (53.2%)

c

< .001

Note. Pairwise comparisons are indicated with superscript letters (a, b, c). Groups that differ significantly from one another have
different superscript letters. Variables with no superscripts indicate the absence of significant differences between the groups. SD =
standard deviation.
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Table 5.
Descriptive frequencies for military service (the single contextual characteristic) for the total sample and the four groups

Military Service (yes)

Total Sample
N = 1138

Criminal
Psychopaths
N = 51

Criminal NonPsychopaths
N = 251

Non-Institutionalized
Psychopaths
N = 33

Non-Institutionalized
Non-Psychopaths
N = 803

N (%)

N (%)

N (%)

N (%)

N (%)

162 (14.2%)

7 (13.7%)

37 (14.7%)

6 (18.2%)

112 (14%)

P value
.912

Note. Pairwise comparisons are indicated with superscript letters (a, b, c). Groups that differ significantly from one another have
different superscript letters. Variables with no superscripts indicate the absence of significant differences between the groups.
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